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More than we need to know?

‘m perplexed. I believe in the
people's right to know. But
where should we draw the
line? American democracy
can operate effectively only when
citizens have basic facts about major
domestic and foreign policy issues.

But we don't need to know every
dctail on every issue. We live in a
media-saturated society — gver-
whelmed by a barrage of facts and
opinions.

One major responsibility of the
print and electronic press is to sort
out the key facts, the salient opin-
ions, the relevant alternatives. And,
of course, the press should separate
fact from opinion. especially their
own opinion.

On this, all the newspaper and
broadcasting codes agree. But per-
formance is another matter. We re-
call with astonishment that The New
York Times in 1971 with great se-
crecy published a whole volume of
secret and top-secret documents on
U.S. involvement in the Vietnam War,
popularly known as the Pentagon Pa-
pers.

I believed then and I believe now
that this was irresponsible and did
not serve the people’s right or need
to know. A private and unac-
countable institution had usurped
the prerogatives of duly elected U.S.
officials.

here are many other cases

I where the media, especially
newsgaggrs %lven to adver-

sary journalism, publish unneces-
sary information tﬁat enaangers na-
tional securit aiding our sworn
enemy, the Soviet Umon, or Ex en-

couraging terrorists.
In th t t -
ington Post has carried three front-

page stories gIVIng sensitive spe-
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cific details that in - Ll
needs or inter -
zens.

1. On July 5, 1985, The Post re-
vealed the identity of the FBI-coded
license plates on the diplomatic cars
of 18 countries with embassies in
Washington and consulates else-
where, including the Soviet Union,
Iran, Libya, South Africa, Canada.
France, and Great Britain.

The purpose, said the article, was
to enable the FBI and other law-
enforcement agencies to help iden-
tify diplomatic vehicles quickly.

One resuit of the information, of
course, was to enable every kook or
terrorist to spot his favorite target,
courtesy of The Washington Post. No
civilian citizen needed this security
information.

2. On Aug. 22, 1986, The Post’s
lead story, “S0 ‘Stealth’ Fighters in
Operation,” carried a detailed tech-
nical drawing of the secret plane
taken from an obscure publication.
The story referred to the stealth
fighter as a “top secret” project.

Our government has sought to
keep secret the technology of this
advanced plane and the location of
what The Post called “secret
squadrons,” for obvious national se-
curity reasons. But The Post dis-
agreed and published the details.

Why?

3. On April S, 1987, The Post in
another Page 1 story, “The NRO: In-
side Our Most Secret Spy Agency,’
published sensitive details about the
National Reconnaissance Office that
is responsible for military satellite
program. The story acknowledged
that the NRO “officially does not ex-
ist”” Nevertheless, it gave the precise
location (number on the door) of the
NRO’s top secret headquarters in
the Pentagon. It informed its read-
ers and potential terrorists that this
“outermost of its several doors” car-
ries the bland words: “Office of
Space Systems.” All this in the first
two sentences.

Not content with these minute de-
tails, The Post then pinpointed pre-
cisely the NRO's top-secret site, “the
Air Force's Satellite Control Facility
st Sunnyville, Calif., about an hour’s
drive south from San Francisco. The
‘Big Blue Cube, as it is sometimes
called, is the place from which all
US. military satellites are con-

~ trolled.” The Post failed to provide a

detailed road map.

All informed Americans know
that the Soviet Union and the United
States have spy satellites. And the
overwhelming majority believe we
are more secure because of the vital
information gathered by our spies in
the sky. But as citizens, we can dis-
charge our responsibilities without
knowing the exact location of NRO
facilities, unless we happen to work
there.

fter reading each of these
A three stories; 1senr a brief

letter to The Washington
Post asking why it carried detailed,
sensitive and classified information,
especially since such facts did not
meet any reasonable right-to-know
criteria. Each time I hoped my letter
would be published, and perhaps
commented on. No letter was ever
published and I never received an
acknowledgement, much less an an-
swer.

Why did The Washington Post do
what it did? Is it simply one more
example of the inability of
Americans to keep a secret? Or is it
a deeper malady? A century and a
half ago Alexis de Tocgeville said
that a democracy “cannot combine
its measures with secrecy or await
the consequences with patience.”
There is much truth in his observa-
tion.

But there are newspapers and re-
porters who can distinguish the dif-
ference ﬁtween what is and what
sSnou ept secret and what €

Te ought to know to function as
i ear The Post
.has sometimes ignored this vital dis-

Jlinction,
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